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Introduction
As global hydrocarbon resources on shore steadily decline, there has been an increase in offshore hydrocarbon exploration and exploitation. Some estimates suggest that there are over 6,000 off-shore oil and gas installations worldwide. 1 Notwithstanding simmering disputes over the territorial sovereignty and associated maritime zones of a number of island groups in the South China Sea and adjacent East Asian seas, exploration for offshore oil and gas resources under national and joint development regimes has become a prominent feature of these areas. It is estimated that there are now over 1390 offshore oil and gas installations in the South China Sea and East Asian seas. jurisdiction over the drilling as well as those of neighbouring States. The damage to the marine resources and biodiversity of the surrounding waters was extensive and industries dependent on the environmental integrity and health of these waters suffered commensurately. In addition, the costs of cleaning up such widespread and injurious oil spills were huge.
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Almost a third of global crude oil and half of global liquefied natural gas (LNG) passes through the South China Sea annually. 4 China is also the world's largest oil importer. 5 All these factors contribute to the high potential for an oil or gas spill disaster in the South China Sea and the broader East Asian seas. This article will examine the international law and policy framework for oil pollution preparedness and response and the extent to which it has been implemented in the South China Sea and broader East Asian seas. It will then analyse a recent global initiative that has been taken to improve the preparedness of the region to address a significant oil or gas spill in the South China Sea and broader East Asian seas.
Environmental Impacts of Offshore Hydrocarbon Activities
The commercial harvesting of offshore hydrocarbons began around the turn of the 19 th and 20 th centuries and in the 1930s offshore oil production began in the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico. 6 Currently over a hundred countries are producing offshore oil and gas or are in the exploration stages for these resources. The risks posed by offshore hydrocarbon activities to the surrounding marine environment and its biodiversity are high throughout the exploration and exploitation phases and beyond. Adverse impacts on the marine environment are caused by a variety of activities associated with oil and gas exploration including seismic surveys, oil drilling, the use of oil based drilling muds and explosives, the accidental spillage and leakage of oil from offshore installations, the escape of oil from ruptured pipelines on the seabed and the disposal of sewage and garbage from offshore installations. 7 An enduring impact on the marine environment is the disturbance of marine ecosystems by disused or abandoned platforms which are past their economic use. While intentional discharges from offshore installations are rare, since they are not in the commercial interests of operators, accidental discharges are much more common due to blowouts and spillage. The number of blowouts from offshore installations is five times higher than from on shore installations and offshore blowouts are more likely to result in fire. 8 Operational pollution from offshore oil and gas installations is also a problem. This involves discharges of oily water produced during drilling, the dumping of oil related debris and oil based drilling muds from installations and the dissolving of chemical biocides used to discourage sedentary marine species from attaching themselves to platforms.
International Law Framework for Oil Pollution Prevention, Preparedness and Response

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (LOSC)
The LOSC contains overarching provisions on protection and preservation of the marine environment and the prevention reduction and control of marine pollution from seabed activities. These provide a framework for cooperation towards these objectives but leave detailed implementation to States and regional organisations. regard to customs, fiscal, health, safety and immigration laws and regulations relating to such installations. 17 It must give due notice of the construction of such installations and is responsible for removing any abandoned or disused installations to ensure safety of navigation. 18 Such removal must take into account fishing, the protection of the marine environment and safety of navigation. The coastal State may establish 500 metre safety zones around such installations from which foreign vessels are excluded primarily for the purpose of safety of navigation. 19 The coastal State also exercises sovereign rights over the continental shelf for the purpose of exploring and exploiting its natural resources including oil and gas. 20 Although there is no specific environmental jurisdiction provided over the continental shelf in the LOSC, the coastal State has the general obligations provided for in Part XII of the LOSC to protect and preserve the marine environment and to take all measures necessary to prevent reduce and control all sources of marine pollution of the continental shelf.
Status of Offshore Installations under International Law
Offshore installations are not easily defined under international law as most oil and gas In general, the practice has been to classify mobile offshore structures as subject to coastal
State regulation when fixed to or submerged on the seabed under the jurisdiction of a particular coastal State, and for their status to revert to that of a ship when they are mobile. and organisations in the event of major oil spill incidents which exceed the response capability of the national government. The ASEAN Council on Petroleum (ASCOPE), made up of national petroleum corporations of ASEAN countries, is considering forming an ASCOPE oil spill contingency plan to provide equipment and manpower to member countries. 44 The proposed plan will complement the ASEAN OSRAP.
National Responses to Oil Spill Preparedness and Response
In general, oil spill response arrangements and resources in the South China Sea and broader East Asia seas are led by the national authorities. 45 A State that has ratified the OPRC must follow a set of compulsory measures which represent the minimum legal requirements to improve preparedness and compensation. This is still not well implemented in the South China Sea as only four out of ten countries, China, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand, have ratified the OPRC. 46 Most of the countries in the region have an approved list of dispersants but the methodology for applying the dispersant during response often requires a separate set of approval protocols. Pre-agreement on dispersant use in defined zones for defined oils needs to be systematically developed and integrated into national oil spill contingency plans.
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Collaborative Initiatives to Protect the Marine Environment of East Asian Seas
Over the last two decades, there have been some practical examples of regional non treaty based initiatives that have been taken in the East Asian Seas to protect the shared marine environment and contribute to preventing reducing and controlling marine pollution including oil pollution in the region. Some of these have included oil spill preparedness and response projects.
Partnerships in Environmental Management in East Asian Seas (PEMSEA)
PEMSEA reflects a common concern among East Asian States for their shared marine environment in the semi-enclosed seas of East Asia. A group of 11 States and 20 non-State entities are partners in PEMSEA which was established as a regional project of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) in 1994 with the initial aim of preventing and managing marine 44 Ibid. 45 Ibid, 9. 46 Ibid, 6. 47 Ibid, 8. pollution in the East Asian seas. 48 The geographic area of responsibility covered by PEMSEA is subject to substantial and rising pressures in terms of sources of marine pollution. Guard, the petroleum industry, the shipping industry and the local governments in Manila Bay.
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Global Initiative SEA-Intervention in South East Asia to Improve Oil Spill Preparedness and
Response
The Global Initiative (GI) is a programme under which Government bodies, the shipping and oil industries and other partners are working together to encourage and facilitate the development and implementation of national and regional oil spill contingency plans and to increase the ratification of oil spill related international conventions. 55 It also connects the International Oil Pollution Compensation (IOPC) funds, the Tanker Owners Pollution Federation (ITOPF), Governments, local industries, donor agencies and nongovernmental organisations so that they can exchange facts, explain their responsibilities, contributions, expectations and ideas to advance national preparedness. 56 Within the GI, IMO provide the intergovernmental liaison point and the International Petroleum Industry Environmental Conservation Agency (IPIECA) facilitates industry involvement. The governments, local industries, donor agencies and NGOs provide the regional and local input, which allows the development of a focused work programme for implementation. 57 The GI for South East Asia was launched in Jakarta, Indonesia on 19 March 2013 and has been working through a series of engagement programmes towards specified targets for two years. 58 It is funded by IMO and by members of the IPIECA including Chevron, ExxonMobil, Pertamina and Shell.
A range of questions are being addressed by the GI SEA including:
• How to ensure that there is integration of oil spill responses between the South China Seas countries
• What industry knowledge there is on the equipment stockpile available to respond to oil spill contingencies 
Conclusion
The growing demand for energy in the East Asian region is unlikely to decrease and is likely to trend upwards. In view of the large number of offshore oil installations and international shipping movements in the South China Sea and broader East Asian seas, national regional and global initiatives to respond to oil spills from both these sources are all beneficial for the conservation of marine biodiversity within and beyond the region. Given the deficiencies in environmental safeguards, oil pollution contingency plans and transboundary compensation arrangements for offshore installations exposed by recent disasters such as the Deepwater
Horizon and Montara oil spills, there is an urgent need to set global standards for environmentally responsible offshore hydrocarbon activities. When considered as a whole, the existing international law framework is limited in its ability to prevent pollution from offshore hydrocarbon activities for a variety of reasons including the generality of the duties imposed on States, the lack of quantitative standards, the reliance in global conventions such as the LOSC and OPRC on the later development of specific regional and national regulations and in some cases the lack of ratifications of global conventions. In the absence of global standards and best practice guidance, arrangements for oil spill preparedness and response should be at the forefront of regional priorities particularly for States bordering semi-enclosed seas such as the South China Sea. While some regions have long standing oil pollution preparedness and response agreements, such arrangements have been slow to develop in South East Asia and do not cover all areas of the South China Sea and broader East Asian seas. The recent GI SEA intervention in the region has highlighted the requirement for a more integrated and coordinated system of responding to oil spills. The high potential for such spills to cause major damage to marine biodiversity across national boundaries underscores the benefits to be gained from strong regional protocols on oil spill preparedness and response. These should be continually refined and exercised among all the countries bordering the South China Sea and broader East Asian Seas.
